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Crosby: Benjamin Franklin and Heinrich Zschokke

I.

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN AND HEINRICH ZSCHOKKE

Donald H. Crosby

History has not seen fit to couple the names of Benjamin Franklin and
Heinrich Zschokke. To attempt to do so at this 1ate date, then, may well suggest
dilettantism or even charlatanry. ·What can be said in defense of what might seem
to be a whimsical coupling, one which flies in the face of time-tested historical
judgment? To proceed logically: one begins, as an American, with a study of
colonial history before, during, and after the Revolution, where one very quickly
encounters the towering figure of Benjamin Franklin. Then, as a student of Swiss
history and culture, one turns to the history of Switzerland during the turbulent
Napoleonic era, a time which saw Switzerland being torn between allegiance to
Hapsbu!g Austria and Napoleon's Helvetic Republic;_here one finds, looming
large, the no less towering figure of Heinrich Zschokke.
Thousands of miles and the better part of a generation separated these two
men, who almost certainly .never heard of one another, although each was famous·
beyond the borders of his country in his own time, and although their lives shared
a common chronological frame of some twenty years.

This is perhaps an

unpromising beginning: two men, each outstanding in his time, living within a
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discrete historical era, but separated by distance, language, and disparate political
goals. It is only upon closer scrutiny and reflection that certain parallels in the
lives of the two men appear, some rather remarkable "coincidences" which now
narrow the distance between them. Each man lived much beyond the usual life
span for his time and packed his years with an awesome quantity and variety of
accomplishment. Each was a scientist of note who gave special attention to the
mystifying phenomenon of electricity; each was a pedagogical theorist and
pioneer in public education; each was a highly successful author who aimed at
enlightening -- and entertaining -- what is now called "the common man"; each
was a champion of the rights of the handicapped; each was a diplomat of rare
skills who gained wide admiration outside his native land; and finally, each was
so instrumental in shaping the political structure of his country that he. merited the
title of "Founding Father."
A brief resume of the lives of Franklin and Zschokke, respectively, brings
the parallels between them into sharper focus. Born in Boston in the year 1706,
Benjamin Franklin was the 15th of 17 children born to hard-working, God-fearing
parents. With so many mouths to feed, Benjamin's father could not afford the
luxury of keeping his obviously gifted son in school, so the 10-year-old boy was
put to work cutting wicks and melting tallow in the family soap-and-candle shop.
Compelled by necessity to end his formal schooling, young Franklin took his

.

education into his own hands, and thus began a love affair with books, and with
knowledge, that was to last a long lifetime.
With patience and thoroughness the boy taught himself the basic principles
of algebra and geometry, navigation, grammar, logic, and the natural and
physical sciences.

Franklin's father was sensible enough to see that his

autodidactic son would be better off in a trade more congenial to his love of
books than tallow-melting, and at the age of twelve young Benjamin was
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apprenticed to his brother James, a printer. This was, in today's parlance, a wise
career decision.

Far from finding type-selection and type-setting a chore,

Franklin developed what was to be a lifelong fascination with the craft of
printing. Printing the words of others soon led to the desire to print his own
words, and while still a teenager Franklin was the author, under a pseudonym,
of short articles which he surreptitiously slipped under the door of his brother's
print shop, where they were duly published. At the age of 17, tired of incessant
quarrels with his older brother, Franklin ran away to the city which, at that time,
was the largest in the British colonies: Philadelphia. As Franklin told the tale,
he trudged up Market Street with a Dutch dollar in his pocket, carrying one loaf
of bread under each arm while eating the third! [l].
By the age of 24 Franklin was the owner of his own print shop, but well
·before that his expertise in printing had motivated his employers to send him to
London to buy printing presses.

Braving the unimaginable rigors of Atlantic

crossings on primitive ships, Franklin could hardly have foreseen the time when
he would be crossing the Atlantic on missions of far greater import than the
purchase of printing equipment.

From printing it was but a short step to

publishing, and Franklin was soon known throughout the Colonies as the
publisher of The Pennsylvania Gazette, the popular and prosperous newspaper
which was to survive under the eye -- and the pen -- of its founder until 1766.
Yet Franklin achieved even greater success with his Poor Richard's Almanac,
which he wrote and published annually from 1733 until 1758. The fame of the
Almanac rested mainly on the wise and witty- sayings Franklin scattered through
each issue. We still use them today, probably without knowing that Franklin was
the author,

for example, of:

"Early to bed, early to rise, makes a man healthy,

wealthy, and wise."
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Although Franklin did not actively seek public service, it was inevitable
that a man of his obvious abilities would stand out among the relatively small
pool of talent available in pre-revolutionary times.

For better or for ·worse,

- Franklin must be regarded as the spiritual godfather of the current U.S. Postal
Service.

First appointed Postmaster of Philadelphia, he became Deputy

Postmaster General for all the colonies in 1757. That neither rain, nor sleet, nor
snow stay our letter carriers from their appointed rounds is largely due to
Franklin's initiatives, which also included the expediting of overseas mail.
Within his adopted city of Philadelphia, Franklin fought for improvements
which went far beyond the regular delivery of mail. He established the world-' s
first subscription library; he organized a fire department; he reformed a lax and
ineffective police force; he brought street lights and pavements to what had been
dark, dirty, and dangerous streets; he founded the American Philosophical Society
to bring thinkers together; he helped found the first school for higher education,
which was to grow into the University of Pennsylvania. Taking· his achievements
all in all, it is not too much to credit Franklin with having transformed
Philadelphia into the most advanced city in the thirteen colonies.
But now it is time to tum to Franklin the scientist. In 1752 he flew a
homemade kite during a thunderstorm, and proved that lightning is a form of
electricity.

Ever the practical man, Franklin promptly tamed lightning by

inventing the lightning rod and urged his fellow citizens to use this device to ward
off the deadly fires which were the scourge of the day. The name Benjamin
Franklin, already well known in the colonies, now became equally well known
in France and England, where h~ was widely revered as the man who had
"invented" electricity.
electricity.

But Franklin's scientific interests ranged far beyond

He became the first scientist to study the movement of the Gulf

Stream in the Atlantic Ocean; he invented the fuel-saving Franklin stove. It is
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Franklin we bless -- or perhaps curse -- for the invention of bifocal eyeglasses;
he was a pioneer in the understanding of ventilation as a means of inhibiting the
spread of disease; and he even campaigned for the introduction of daylight saving
time.
Yet Benjamin Franklin, for all his prescience and his future-oriented
thinking, could not be aware that the everyday events of which he was so much
a part were leading, inexorably, to a convulsive change that even his sharp,
bifocal vision could not foresee: the violent, bloodstained divorce between the
colonies and the motherland which would lead to the establishment of the United
States of America. The man who was to become the greatest diplomat of his era
began at the grass roots of international conflict, so to speak, when he was thrust,
willy-nilly, into the unaccustomed role of a military advisor and logistical planner
during the French and Indian

War.

In 1757 Franklin was sent by the

Pennsylvania legislature to England to represent the colonies in a tax dispute with
the "proprietors," who were the descendants of William Penn living in England.
Not until 1760, however, did Franklin succeed in steering a bill through
Parliament which was acceptable to both parties.

His work done, Franklin

remained ·in England for most of the next 18 years as a sort of unofficial
ambassador and spokesman for the colonial point of view. It was during this time
that he became engaged in a struggle which was to lead to one of the high points
of his career: his battle for the repeal of the hated Stamp Act. It was Franklin's
unyielding position on the issue of "taxation without representation" which led to
the grudging repeal of the act in 1766.

By

the time Franklin returned .to Philadelphia in May of 1775, political

relations between Great Britain and the colonies had grown steadily worse, to the
point that Franklin himself, as the most conspicuous representative of the
Colonies, was branded persona non grata in England and even placed under the
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threat of arrest. Although he still felt bound to the mother country through his
long years of residence and his many friends in both political and scientific
circles, Franklin immediately put his enormous energy to work on the colonial
cause. Elected to the Second Continental Congress, he submitted a Plan of Union
which became the basis for the Articles of Confederation. As one might expect
of the remarkable Founding Father, Franklin helped draft the Declaration of
Independence and was, of course, one of its signers.

It was in 1776, however, that Franklin set forth on the most important
mission of his life.

With the war not going well, Congress sent the now

experienced diplomat to F:rance in the hope of winning over that country for the
colonial cause. Congres~ could hardly have chosen a better man for the job.
Franklin had long been celel>rated in France for his scientific accomplishments,
especially his harnessing of electricity, and his very name had gone into the
French language as a household word. Yet Franklin needed all his diplomatic
skills, including a charm which endeared him to all classes -- and to both sexes - to persuade France to aid the colonies at the risk of provoking a war of its own
with the mighty neighbor across the Channel.

Despite the rather formidable

obstacle of having a British spy in his closest circle of confidants -- today we
would call the gentleman in question a "mole" -- Franklin was able to persuade
his resolutely neutral host to supply the beleaguered colonies with desperately
needed munitions and other war material. [2]
Not until 1778, after the American victory at Saratoga, did the reluctant
French sign a treaty of allegiance with the rebellious colonies. Even then there
were formidable obstacles to be overcome, and it fell to Franklin to arrange the
transportation for those French officers, soldiers, guns, gifts, and money which,
as historians agree, tipped the balance of the war and brought the Americans their
hard-fought independence. Appropriately enough, Franklin then helped draft the
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Treaty of Paris which formally ended the· Revolutionary War. Yet niuch work
still lay ahead, since not only Great Britain but also France and Spain had
interests in the American colonies, and Franklin needed all his tact, his power of
persuasion, his mastery of the art of compromise -- in short, all his well-honed
diplomatic skills -- to shape a treaty which satisfied the disparate self-interests of
all the parties. In 1785, two years after he had affixed his now-famous signature
to the Treaty of Paris, Franklin bade a final farewell to France, which like Great
_Britain before it, had become an adopted homeland, and returned to the new
country he had been so instrumental in creating.
Few men have ever been more deserving of an honorable and restful
retirement, yet -Franklin immediately put himself at the service of the fledgling
nation. As de facto governor of Pennsylvania, he represented the s~te at the
Constitutional Convention of 1787, which met in Independence Hall to draft the
Constitution of the United States. Although the oldest delegate present, and often
debilitated by painful illnesses, Franklin used his wit, wisdom, and common sense
to bring opposing factions together and to focus their energies on the common
goal. Largely through Franklin's efforts the so-called "Great Compromise" was
forged, out of which grew the two-house Congress which serves us today. In his
last formal speech, Franklin appealed to his fellow delegates for unanimous
support of the Constitution.
It was only a just reward for his unparalleled service to the new country
that Franklin lived long enough not only to see Washington's inauguration as the
first president of the United States, but also the nation's first years under the
viable Constitution he had helped to create. Although Franklin's roots lay deep
in the colonial past, his fading gaze was still fixed on the future.

Almost

incredibly, at the age of ~2, Franklin accepted the presidency of the first anti.slavery society in America, and his last public act was to sign an appeal to
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Congress calling for the speedy abolition of slavery.
"Benjamin Franklin, printer" -- as he modestly described himself in his
last will and testament -- died on the night of April 17, 1790, at the age of 84.
To the city of Philadelphia he bequeathed the sum of $5,000, a gift which lives
on in this city in the form of the scientific institute which bears his name, the
Franklin Institute. His real monument, however, can be found in those words of
George Washington which the first president addressed to Franklin in a letter of
1789: "If to be venerated for benevolence, if to be admired for talents, if to be
esteemed for patriotism, if to be beloved for philanthropy, can gratify the human
mind, you must have the pleasing consolation that you have not lived in vain."

It was in March of 1771, a time which found Benjamin Franklin in
England carrying on pre-revolutionary negotiations regarding the Stamp Act, that
Johann Heinrich Daniel Zschokke was born in Magdeburg, Prussia, ·into a large
and fairly prosperous family. Orphaned at an early age, he soon found himself,
like Franklin, in the care of an older brother who was already an established
tradesman and who was only too eager to save money by taking his younger
sibling out of school and placing him behind an apprenti~' s bench. If physical
escape from the stifling atmosphere of his brother's home was impossible, there
remained one avenue open to freedom of another kind.

Neither threats nor

punis~ments inhibited young Zschokke from smuggling forbidden books into his
room, and by the light of a candle hidden in a hollowed-out turnip he began the
voracious reading which was to become the habit --and the joy -- of a lifetime.
Like Franklin, Zschokke thus became an autodidact, and this taste of the •
forbidden fruits of learning whetted his appetite for further self-improvement. At
the age of 12, exasperated by the unyielding hostility of his foster parents, he
took the unusual step of going over their heads and bringing his plea for a proper
education directly to the head of the Guardianship Office.
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This bold tactic -- almost unthinkable at a time when adolescents of both
sexes were supposed to be seen but not heard and were kept in line though
ti

ti

routine beatings -- proved effective: within a f~w days Zschokke was transferred
to the home of a more congenial guardian and enrolled in a Gymnasium. Despite .
his late start and his reputation within the family of being a "slow learner,"
Zschokke proved to be a brilliant student and was soon at the head of his class.
By the time he was 17 he felt fully prepared to continue his studies at a
university, but this time his guardian was unwilling to expose his youthful charge
to the pressures of university life, and denied him both the required permission
and the necessary funds.
Turning necessity into a virtue, Zschokke used the enforced waiting period
into what in German is called a Wanderjahr, a rite of passage favored by young
Germans both in fiction and in real life. One Wanderjahr somehow stretched into
a second, and a summary of Zschokke's adventures over these two years, which
included employment as a part-time playwright, reads like a chapter out of
Goethe's Wilhelm Meister's Am>renticeship. Yet Zschokke never lost sight of
his serious goals during his vagabond years, and in his autobiography he recalls
how he gradually turned away from "this rabble of lazy apprentices, runaway
wives, prodigal sons, sentimental girls, and worthless students" and found solace
again in his beloved books. [3]
But now Zschokke was nineteen, old enough, in the eye of his guardian,
to withstand the rigors -- and the temptations -- of university life. Matriculated
at the University of Frankfurt an der Oder, Zschokke registered for lectures in
theology, philosophy, and law.

Although he found most of the lectures

unimaginative and boring, Zschokke's academic abilities so impressed his
professors that he was encouraged to complete a doctorate in theology and to
accept an appointment at the university as a Privat-Dozent, or unsalaried lecturer.
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Hence at the age of 22 the erstwhile "slow learner" was lecturing at the university
level on critical theology, aesthetics, and moral philosophy.
Yet Zschokke, like Franklin, was too much a man of action, a man of
deeds, to restrict himself to the placid life of a university professor. Like the
older American, Zschokk:e wielded a pen that was both precocious and facile. In
Zschokke' s case, however, it was the make-believe world of the theater, rather
than the arena of politics, which first fired his imagination. Even before entering
the university Zschokke had published a play, now long forgotten, and at the
insistence of close friends he completed the draft of a second play called Abellino
the Great Bandit. Although Zschokke later deprecated the blood-and-thunder
drama as being little more than a pot-boiler-, the play immediately caught the
public's fancy; like Goethe's Gotz von Berlichingen, it made its author famous
virtually overnight.
Characteristically, Zschokke did not allow the success of Abellino to go
to his head. Although he continued to write adventure stories ·during his tenure
at Frankfurt, he nevertheless directed most of his energies toward the preparation
for a full-time professorship. Despite his popularity as a lecturer, however, he
was turned down as a candidate for · a permanent teaching chair -- probably
because of his outspoken support of the French Revolution - and in 1795 he sold
his books and his furniture and thus freed himself for another Wanderjahr. Yet
this Wanderjahr bore little resemblance to the carefree years of vagabondage he
had enjoyed in his pre-student_days. Rather to his chagrin, Zschokke discovered
that his reputation as the author of Abellino had preceded him to Berlin, Leipzig,
Bayreuth, and every ·other German city that could boast of a stage -- as virtually
every German city could.
Although Zschokke enjoyed the new acquaintances he made everywhere,
he found it impossible to settle down; it was as if some force was drawing him
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ineluctably southward. Years earlier, in one of his foster homes, he had gazed ·
longingly at a map of Switzerland and wondered whether his travels would ever
take him beyond the walls of Magdeburg to this distant alpine paradise. Upon
reaching the shores of Lake Constance, Zschokke felt that his youthful dreams
were about to be realized. In his autobiography, written 50 years later, Zschokke
recalled the exhilaration he had felt at his first glimpse of the "giant piles and
summits of the Alps, with their towers of icy peaks and fields of silver.. "; He
recalled, too, his first steps on the "dear adopted soil," and how he literally
kissed the ground of this "rocky fortress of freedom." [4]
Zschokke was at first enchanted by his travels through what he called "the
promised land," the beauty of which made his Prussian homeland seem drab by
comparison. . Yet the keen-eyed observer soon discovered that Switzerland was
far from a paradise, or even a "rocky fortress of freedom." The mountains and
valleys which gave the land its beauties also impeded mobility and bred insular
attitudes. Even in cosmopolitan areas Zschokke found a distressing cleavage
between "haves" and "have-nots" and was appalled to learn that the
underprivileged suffered deprivations reminiscent of serfdom.

Clearly, this

flawed country was suitable only as a way-station on a larger journey, certainly
not as a new Fatherland. So Zschokke once again packed his bags and set off for
France, the site of the Revolution which had once so inflamed his imagination.
Predictably, he was disillusioned to find that despotism and anarchy now reigned
in place of royalty and entrenched privilege. Sadly, the young idealist now made
plans for a pilgrimage to Rome, not out of religious conviction but more in the
spirit of Goethe's artistic journey to Rome some years earlier.
Destiny had other plans for Heinrich Zschokke.

Passing through

Switzerland on his way to Rome in 1796, he visited the Seminar Reichenau -- a
boarding school for boys at the Gymnasium level -- near Chur in the Canton of
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Graubiinden. Although a university-level teacher by training, Zschokke took a
keen interest in pedagogy at which would today be called the primary and
secondary level, an interest which was at least in part spurred by unpleasant
memories of the canings and rote memorization which had blighted his own early
school years.

As change would have it, the Seminar was looking for a new

director, and despite his lack of experience in school administration, the energetic
young Prussian seemed to fill the bill. With a free hand to revise the curriculum
and to pioneer new methods of instruction, the new director raised morale at the
school so quickly that after a year enrollment increased fivefold. As Zschokke's
reputation grew, so did his attachment to his new homeland, so that neither his
postponed art studies in Rome nor the belated offer of a professorship from his
German alma mater could tempt him to leave Graubiinden. In 1798 Zschokke
was awarded Swiss citizenship, an honor rarely bestowed upon foreigners.
In the course of a long lifetime Zschokke' s extraordinary accomplishments

as a pedagogue and educator would attain heights comparable to those reached by
the founder of the University of Pennsylvania. But now political events were
intervening which were to test Zschokke' s talents in an entirely different arena.
Graubiinden, the largest canton in the Swiss Confederation, .was caught up in a
political tug of war between Nat,oleon and the Austrian House of Hapsburg.
Eager to see the western part of Switzerland under French hegemony, Napoleon
sent his troops across the border to form the Helvetic Republic. Austria, for its
part, brought whatever pressure it could to keep as many cantons as possible
within the Austrian sphere of influence. Zschokke's idealism and sympathy with
the oppressed led him to support Napoleon's initiative, but in a plebiscite, the
majority of his fellow citizens rejected the Helvetic Republic in favor of continued
ties with Austria. Vilified as a traitor and with a price on his head, Zschokke
was forced to flee for his life, much the same as Franklin had had to flee England
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a quarter of a century earlier.
Undaunted, Zschokke settled in Aarau, a picturesque town located just
west of Zurich, which had become the provisional capital of the Helvetic
Republic.

Like Franklin, Zschokke had a natural affinity for printing and

publishing, and soon he was editing a weekly newspaper that was to become so
popular that it would outlive its founder.

Called Der aufrichtige und

· wohlerfahrene Schweizer-Bote (The Honest and Experienced Swiss Messenger),
the weekly was often the only source of information available to a population
which was isolated by the very mountains and valleys whic.h gave their homeland
its beauty. Zschokke used the Schweizer-Bote initially to disseminate his populist
manifesto, but later the popular weekly -- which was written in a language
designed to make it accessible to all classes -- brought to its readers the wit and
·wisdom, the hints and homilies, yes, and even the kitchen recipes which made it
a Swiss version of Franklin's Poor Richard's Almanac. [5]
The political acumen displayed by the young editor of the Schweizer-Bote
did not go unnoticed, and in 1799 Zschokke was appointed governor of the
Canton Waldstatten. Considering the fact that Zschokke was still in his twenties
and had only recently settled in Switzerland, this amounted to an astonishing vote
of confidence on the part of the regional authorities. Their confidence was not
misplaced.

Despite his youth Zschokke proved so adroit at negotiation and

conciliation that he became a sort of minister-at-large to the cantons of Tessin and
Basel. It was in this capacity that he developed the diplomatic skills which, in
his lifetime, were matched only by Franklin and Metternich. The task he faced
in Waldstatten was a difficult one: to restore order and security to a canton which
had been ravaged and plundered by French troops._ Against all odds, Zschokke
succeeded. Combining common sense with tact, but ready to risk bold initiatives,
the new minister was able to 9pen dungeons, free political prisoners, and
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persuade refugees to return home.

Initially suspicious of this energetic

newcomer, the French occupiers quickly realized that they were dealing with a
decent and fair-minded man. Thus reassured, the reigning authorities gave him
a free hand in rebuilding the devastated canton.
Tirelessly Zschokke worked to raise money for the war-tom territory, and
through his appeals to donors both within and without Switzerland, the
considerable sum of 34,000 francs was made available for war relief. No detail
was too small for Zschokke's attention, and soon the minister-at-large was taking
an active part in the reforming of the canton's schools, agriculture, and forestry.
To secure a better future for the impoverished canton, Zschokke was instrumental
in importing new industries, especially those specializing in processing work for
manufacture.
In May of 1800, with his mission in Waldstatten accomplished, Zschokke
was dispatched to the Catholic canton of Tessin, where once again it was his task
to put an end to wanton plundering and to restore civic and economic stability to
a ravaged province. Salt and grain exports from Italy that were vital to the
welfare of the population had been interrupted by the fighting; Zschokke saw to
it that the trade was promptly resumed.

To ward off a threatening famine,

Zschokke took a bold step: he ordered a dam built on the Tessin River. This
innovation brought a double bounty to the canton's inhabitants: not only would
they no longer be end~gered by the river's annual inundations, but much-needed
farmland was gained for cultivation.
To complete these near-miracles took Zschokke all of four months; then
the crack trouble-shooter was sent north again, this time to Basel, where a
citizen's protest a_gainst heavy taxes had brought the canton to the brink of a civil
war. On the night of October 5 the newly-appointed governor walked unarmed
into the camp of the rebels, where 2,000 militiamen, with weapons at the ready,
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were waiting for the signal to attack.

Zschokke' s diplomacy and gifts _for

conciliation and compromise were never more sorely tested, but by the time dawn
broke he had succeeded in resolving the impasse. He thus saved the city, singlehanded, from what had seemed to be an inevitable bloodbath. Building upon this
fragile foundation of good will, Zschokke managed to put an end to plundering,
restore order, and placate rival factions. Soon, the citizens of Basel were once
again plying their trades and living together in harmony.
By any standards, Zschokke's accomplishments in the area of politics and
diplomacy deserve to be labeled extraordinary. How many men, in or out of
public office, have achieved so much in so short a time? Zschokke's performance
is all the more amazing when one reflects that, like Franklin, who was of course
a printer and postmaster by profession, Zschokke had not been trained as a
politician or diplomat but as an academician. But unlike Franklin, who at the
time of his greatest diplomatic triumphs at least had the wisdom of age, Zschokke
was under thirty and a virtual stranger in an adopted land when he worked his
diplomatic wonders.
Zschokke' s unremitting efforts as a diplomat were crowned in 1801 by the
Treaty of Luneville, which seemed to guarantee Switzerland the right to shape its
own destiny. But when, at Napoleon's instigation, the treaty was undermined by
selfish oligarchs within Switzerland itself, Zschokke resigned his diplomatic
offices and resumed his career as an author and publisher. The pent-up literary
· energies now released produced not only a flood of fiction, but also serious
articles and monographs devoted to recent Swiss history.
Like Franklin, Zschokke had a lifetime interest in the practical side of
printing and publishing, and in 1804 he encouraged Remigius Sauerlander to
move his publishing business from Basel to Aarau, where it stands until the
present day. [6] Already established as a statesman, historian, pedagogue, and
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master of several genres of fiction, Zschokke turned his inquiring mind to
science. Much as Franklin had speculated about the possibility of.a gulf stream
during his tedious ocean crossings, Zschokke now focused the eye of scientific
inquiry on the mountains and woods which had so beguiled him when he had first
set foot on Swiss soil The _agile mind and facile pen which had served him so
well thus far in life did not fail him when he decided to publish his scientific
findings.

A series of studies on the subject of forestry quickly won him the

unofficial title of Der Waldam, or the "forest doctor," an honor which was
formalized by his appointment to the Forest and Mountain Commission of the
Aargau.
Zschokke rarely did things half-way, and this new preoccupation with
nature and with science soon led him along other paths of scientific inquiry. In
addition to forestry, the sciences of geology, physics, chemistry, and botany
captured his interest, and in good time, seven volumes dedicated exclusively to
his scientific writings eventually bore the imprimatur of the Sauerlander Verlag.
Two of his scientific papers deserve special mention, since they are entitled,
respectively, "On Some Phenomena of Lighting," and "Directions for the Proper
Use of Lightning Rods." Here is one instance where the paths of "Franklin the
scientist" and "Zschokke the scientist" not only ran parallel but actually
converged! So prolific were Zschokke's writings -- scientific, historical, political,
and fictional -- that by the time he reached his mid-fifties his collected works,
published of course by Sauerlander, filled over forty volumes. [7]
With the defeat of Napoleon in 1813 a wave of political reaction began to
spread through Switzerland. Swiss liberals, appalled by the threat to the newlyborn republican spirit in the cantons, turned once again to Heinrich Zschokke.
Happily married since 1805, and with a growing brood of children to care for,
Zschokke was at first reluctant to return to public service, but he could no more
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resist a call to duty than could Benjamin Franklin, and so he accepted an
appointment to the Grand Council of Aarau. Thanks to his prestige, energy, and
political vision, his adopted canton soon became a model of religious tolerance
and democracy. Just as Franklin had campaigned for the abolition of slavery,
Zschokke argued vigorously against religious bigotry. To borrow a phrase from
Franklin, Zschokke believed that the Swiss cantons should hang together, lest
they hang separately, and he waged spirited warfare against what he christened
the Kantonli-Geist, by which he meant the kind of provincial mentality which put
cantonal interests -above the national interest. Ideally, Zschokke envisioned a
united Switzerland modeled after the United States of America, a country in
which the central government would allow the component states a reasonable
degree of autonomy, but where regional differences would be subordinated to the
needs of the nation. In 1829 Zschokke once more retired from public life. With
undiminished energy he returned to the activities he loved: writing, editing,
scientific research, and pedagogy.

Following Franklin's example, Zschokke

established a foundation that encouraged impoverished youths to study at
universities, a privilege which in Zschokke's day was reserved for the middle and
upper classes. Nor were universities his only concern: o.n his many journeys
through the Swiss countryside, Zschokke had been appalled by the plight of the
many citizens handicapped by speech and hearing impairments. Stigmatized as
"cretins," these unfortunates were denied education and employment and were
thus condemned to a life of misery. Zschokke resolved to translate his sympathy
into action.

Using the leverage of his powerful position, he persuaded

educational authorities in Aarau to open Switzerland's first school for the speechand-hearing impaired. To underscore his commitment to the project, Zschokke,
aided by his redoubtable wife Nanny, took personal charge of the school. Just
as he had hoped, the school soon became a model for similar schools throughout
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Switzerland.
Blessed with robust health well into his eighth decade, Zschokke, now
truly an elder statesman, undertook extensive journeys to France, Holland, and
various German cities. At home in Aarau there was a constant stream of visitors
eager to meet the famous author, statesman, scientist, and pedagogue. Only when
Zschokke was 76 did his enormous vitality begin to ebb; within a year he was
bedridden with a terminal illness. · Yet fate is sometimes kind to those who serve
their country well. Benjamin Franklin, one recalls, lived long enough to see
Washington inaugurated president and to watch the infant republic he had helped
call to life take its first, but steady steps. Likewise, Zschokke lived just long

enough to see one final, fervent wish realized: on the day the Swiss Constitution
was ratified -- June 27, 1848 -- Heinrich Zschokke died.
From these brief biographical sketches one can see that the separate lives
of Benjamin Franklin and Heinrich Zschokke converged at various points and in
various ways; that despite .the spatial distance between them, and despite
differences of origin and language, the course of their lives reveals remarkable
parallels. This having been said, scholarly honesty compels the admission that
posterity has treated the memory of the two men unequally, thus widening, rather
than reducing, the .gap between them.

Benjamin Franklin today is far more

famous than he was in his lifetime. His kindly, avuncular features grace coins
and _curren~y; his name, his image, even his signature serve as constant reminders
of a grateful nation's indebtedness, in perpetuity, to a great man. Historians and
other scholars return again and again to the story of his life and his
accomplishments. Library shelves groan under the weight of numerous books for
both adults and children which keep his memory green.

As was true in his

lifetime, Franklin belongs to the world as much as he does to America.
Zschokke, by contrast, is almost a forgotten man, even in his adopted country,
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neglected by scholars and the general public alike. [8] His volumes of fiction
gather dust on library shelves, his scientific researches are regarded as dated, his
pedagogical reforms accepted as a matter of course, his Herculean feats as a
diplomat long since forgotten. His well-tended statue in the tidy Stadtpark of
Aarau draws few visitors, and even the recent celebration of 700 years of Swiss
independence sparked no new interest in his life and works. [9]
With sadness, one must repeat: history has not seen fit to couple the
names of Benjamin Franklin and Heinrich Zschokke. Surely it would be quixotic
to pretend that it will ever be otherwise. But those fortunate enough to have ties
to both countries, America and Switzerland, either through the accident of birth
or through the medium of scholarship and learning, may be inclined to put aside
history's verdict. Instead, they may well be struck by the spiritual kinship of two
men who, despite the miles and the years between them, made significant ·
contributions to science, education, publishing, and diplomacy that served not
only their own countries and their own times, but other -lands and future
generations as well. In this spirit a one-line epitaph might be appropriate which
neither Benjamin Franklin nor Heinrich Zschokke, each a modest man to the
core, would want to claim as his own, but which they richly deserve to share:

He left his country, and tJ:ie world, a better place than he found it. .
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NOTES

1

See: Benjamin Franklin, His Life As He Wrote It, ed. by Esmond Wright.
Harvard University Press (Cambridge, Massach1,1setts, 1989).

2

Surprisingly, relatively little importance has been attached to this bizarre
episode. For a detailed treatment of Dr. Edward Bancroft's undercover
activities, as well as an excellent overall summation of Franklin's life and
importance, see Benjamin Franklin by Ronald W. Clark (Random House,
New York, 1983). See especially pp. 318-320.

3

Unlike Franklin's autobiography, Zschoklce's memoirs are relatively
difficult to come by. Quotations in English are taken from an edition long
out of print, HeinrichZrchokke's Autobiography, translated by C. Whiting
(London: Chapman and Hall, 1845). Seep. 25. For a ·recent reprint of
the original German, see Eine Selbstschau, ed. by Remy Chambon (Bern:
P. Haupt, 1977).

4

Autobiography, p. 40.

5

Among the many practical services to its readers, the Schweizer-Bote
reported in detail about the Swiss emigrants who had made new lives for
themselves abroad, and on the pros and cons of various "host countries."
For an informative commentary and analysis see Leo Schelbert, "Die
fiinfte

Schweiz in

Wohlerfahrenen

der

Berichterstattung

Schweizer-Boten',"

des

'Aufrichtigen

Schweizerisches

Archiv

und
fiir

Volkskunde 57 (1971):84-114.
6·

In preparing this article, I found the staff of the Sauerlander Verlag in
Aarau most hospitable and helpful. My special thanks are owed to Mr.
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Tobias Greuter, who gave generously of his time and supplied me with
much useful archive material.
7

Zschokke's many novels and novellas -- all of them very popular in his
day -- have largely passed into oblivion. However, a recent collection of
short prose fiction edited by Volker Michels at least rescued a few of
Zschokke's representative tales.

See: Hans Dampf in allen Gassen.

Humoristische E17iihlungen. Novellen und Fabeln, ed. by Volker Michels
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1980). Insel Taschenbuch 443. I have
drawn freely on the concise but thorough biographical summary in the
excellent Nachwort.

8

. Readers interested in a current, selective bibliography of Zschokke's
writings and with secondary literature dedicated to his life and works may
wish to consult the Dictionary of Literary Biography, Vol. 94 (London,

1990), pp. 327-338.
9

I wish to express my thanks to Pro Helvetia of Zurich,· Switzerland, for
having funded the initial phase of my Zschokke-research. For subsequent
financial assistance I am much indebted to the Research Foundation of the
University of Connecticut.
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This nineteenth-century "Swiss Family Tree"
shows the various cantons, i11 their cantonal
coilJrs and with their respective coats of
arms, together with their dam ofunion or of
adherence to the confederation. From the
bottom, they are Uri, Schwyz, and Unterwalden (1308,folilJwing the original agreement ofAugust 1, 1291, between those three
forest cantons}; Bern, Zurich, Lucerne, Zug,
and G/.arus (1351-1353}; Fribourg, SoilJthurn, Basel, Schajfhausen, and Appenuff
(1481-1513}; and Geneva, Val.ais, Ticino,
A4rgau, St. Gaff, Grisons, Thurgau, Vaud,
and Neuchatel (I 803-1815).
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